In the introduction, the author informs us of his decision to structure the book as a guided journey on the mountain, from the monastery at its foothills up to its summit. This approach is adopted by him with the expressed intent of involving the reader and making the narrative more interesting. Instead of presenting himself as a guide, Hargett uses a travelogue written by Fan Chengda 范 成大 (1126-1193), the noted Song dynasty (960-1279) literatus and official. Fan's descriptions of his visit to Emei in 1177, along with the reflections on his experiences there-expressed by means of prose and poetry-are accompanied by the author's extensive background information and commentary. I am not sure if that is the best way to structure the books as a whole; at any rate, Hargett uses Fan's travel narrative with mixed results.
To begin with, the basic structure articulated by the author is not really applied to the whole book, but only to chapters 3-6, which constitute less than half of the text. Moreover, in these chapters the combination of travelogue with commentary is not used with equal success. On occasions, they work pretty well together (e.g., chap. 6); at other places, however, the narrative flow is interrupted as the travelogue disappears for long stretches, and the reader faces page upon page of general or tedious historical detail and background information. For instance, after citing a passage in which Fan notes his arrival in Emei town (that finally happens on p.
91, almost halfway into the book), the author takes a long detour to tell us about the patterns of Buddhist patronage during the Song period (pp. 92-103), much of which is general in nature and not directly related to the topic at hand. (For an even longer detour from the travelogue, see pp. 61-85). This is not meant to suggest that the travelogue should not have been used, but there might have been better ways to integrate it into the overall structure of the book, perhaps setting it free as a separate chapter and having the rest of the chapters follow a combination of chronological and topical ordering. In fact, the chapters that follow that kind of conventional approach are more coherent and work better (e.g., chaps. 6 and 7).
In the fist chapter, which serves as an introduction to the book, Hargett provides a helpful summary of previous studies of Chinese mountains, thereby situating his work in relation to earlier models such as Edward H. Schafer's Mao Shan in T' ang Times, and he briefly comments on the place of famous mountains within the broader world of Chinese culture. The chapter also provides pertinent information about Emei, including data about its geological formation, distinctive physical features, diverse flora and fauna, and the famous phenomenon of "precious light, " which is occasionally observable on the mountain summit when specific climatic conditions are present. Judging from its title, the second chapter is meant to provide information about Sichuan. Much of the material presented in it is interesting, but the chapter hangs somewhat loose and is not that well integrated into the rest of the book. It starts by providing general historical information about ancient Sichuan.
After a brief note on the earliest mentions of Emei in Chinese literature, the discussion switches to representations of the mountain in the verses of famous Tang (618-907) and Song poets. The main focus is on Li Bo 李白 (701-762), who felt special affinity with the mountain and featured it in some of his poems.
After a general account of ancient Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan, that begins chapter 3, we finally encounter passages from Fan's travelogue. However, we still have to wait for his visit to Emei, since in this chapter the author translates parts of the travelogue that recount the initial stages of Fan's trip after his departure from Chengdu. This includes detours to other places not directly related to the main subject matter. Some of the translated passages are perhaps worthy of note, even if somewhat off topic, but others tend to be tedious. A case in point is Fan's lengthy Chapter 5 contains the long-awaited description of Fan's ascent to Emei, although only after another historical detour regarding the patronage of Buddhism in late medieval China, at both the national and the local levels. The subsequent section, which tells of Fan's ascent on the mountain, is among the most engaging in the book. Here we find interesting descriptions of Emei's sites and routes that nicely weave together Fan's travelogue with Hargett's commentary. We are treated to an informative guided tour along an ancient pilgrimage route, with stops at various monasteries and other renowned landmarks. The travel narrative continues into the next chapter, which relates Fan's experiences at Emei's summit, including his enchanted response to the spectacular scenery. There is also his eyewitness account of a manifestation of the Buddha light, a phenomenon commonly associated with the mountain that added to its mystique. Encounters with the sublime light performed an important religious function in the pilgrimage, which was construed as a quest for encounter with Samantabhadra. The chapter ends with Fan's reflections on his experiences on the mountain, expressed in strictly Buddhist terms, accompanied by the author's commentary.
The last two chapters are arguably the most informative in the book. Chapter 7 explores the historical processes by which Emei became a famous Buddhist mountain and a major pilgrimage site. The author notes the role of imperial patronage and uncovers the legitimizing strategies that shaped Emei's Buddhist transformation and its raise to fame. The creation of a founding myth that engendered a historical connection between Buddhism and the mountain is included in the discussion. There is also some creative scriptural exegesis, which attempts to forge canonical justification for construing the mountain as the dwelling place of Samantabhadra bodhisattva. These developments are also related to the broader picture of the emergence of the four great Buddhist mountains. The final chapter provides a chronological survey of Emei's later history as a major pilgrimage site and tourist destination. The author provides a compelling account of the flourishing of Buddhism on Emei during the Ming period (1368-1644), which also saw a surge in tourist activity. This is followed with a brief account of the continued imperial patronage and emergence of organized pilgrimage groups during the Qing dynasty , the decline of the Republican era , and the privation and wholesale destruction of Emei's rich Buddhist heritage during the worse excesses of the Cultural Revolution. The historical overview ends with a brief note on the present predicament. While we can witness a resurgence of Buddhist activity on the mountain, it is accompanied with an aggressive drive on part of the local government to reap economic benefits by developing the tourist industry.
The book's comprehensive coverage of Emei's long and complex history is for the most part commendable, but there is a notable omission in the lack of sustained discussion of Samantabhadra, the bodhisattva identified with the mountain.
There are, of course, a number of mentions of the bodhisattva throughout the book, but there is no serious effort to look into the constellations of values and meanings associated with Samantabhadra, evident in both canonical sources and popular beliefs and practices, nor is there any intimation of how these might have influenced the Buddhist transformation of Emei and its identification with the bodhisattva. This is indicative of the occasional unsteadiness in the Buddhological moorings of the book. This kind of problem is also observable in its details, such as the misspelling or problematic rendering of Buddhist terms, although this is not a very serious flaw. For instance, the Sanskrit names of bodhisattvas Avalokiteśvara and Kṣitigarbha are misspelled (pp. 159, 263, 268, 276) , and the four noble truths are rendered as the "four fundamental dogmas of Buddhism" (p. 104).
In terms of the manuscript's overall presentation, there are a number of nice touches along with occasional misses. The introduction of Chinese characters in the main body of the text is commendable, although it is not applied consistently.
The two maps are very useful, but the two photographs of landscape paintings are of poor quality and are hardly legible (pp. 62, 174) . In a manuscript of this length and complexity, a few typos and minor inaccuracies inevitably creep in (e.g., Kaibao 開寶 instead of Kaiyuan 開元 reign on pp. 84, 276; the money conversion of RMB into US dollars on p. 192 is way off), but they are not major distractions from what is basically an informative and well-documented volume.
Notwithstanding the minor reservations concerning the book's structure and the execution of some of its elements, on the whole there is much to like, and I recommend it to anyone interested in Chinese religious history. The book provides a wealth of information about Emei that not only helps us understand and appreciate its manifold guises and fascinating history, but also sheds light on broader issues and key patterns of religious life in traditional and modern China. I commend Professor Hargett for producing a thoroughly researched and informative volume, and hope that others will follow with comparable studies of noted mountains and other religious sites in China and the rest of East Asia. 
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